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Crabit	  or	  offended?	  Words	  in	  conflicts	  in	  Scotland’s	  past	  
 
Magdalena	  Leitner	  (University	  of	  Glasgow)	  
 
Conflicts	  in	  Scottish	  texts	  from	  the	  past	  take	  us	  back	  
into	  a	  different	  world.	  It	  was	  a	  world	  in	  which	  an	  of-­‐
fence	  was	  seen	  by	  Scottish	  nobles	  as	  impugning	  their	  
honour	   and	   hence	   had	   to	   be	   redressed.1	   Further-­‐
more,	   lack	   of	   respect	   was	   understood	   as	   going	  
against	  the	  Christian	  duty	  of	  obedience	  towards	  God	  
and	   God-­‐given	   authorities	   and	   living	   in	   peace	   with	  
one’s	  neighbours.2	  
	  
I	   have	   always	   been	   fascinated	   by	   how	   people	   use	  
language	   to	   communicate	   with	   each	   other.	   In	   par-­‐
ticular,	  I	  am	  intrigued	  by	  politeness	  and	  impoliteness	  
as	   essential	   aspects	   of	   human	   interaction.3	   For	   my	  
PhD	   I	   decided	   to	   combine	   these	   interests	   with	   my	  
passion	  for	  Scotland	  and	  its	  history.	  
	  
My	  research	  is	  about	  Scottish	  people’s	  use	  of	  language	  in	  conflict	  situations	  in	  the	  16th/17th	  
centuries.	  Letters	  and	  court-­‐records	  from	  that	  period	  offer	  rare	  insights	  into	  conflicts	  rang-­‐
ing	  from	  minor	  interpersonal	  tensions	  to	  international	  disputes.	  My	  sources	  include	  letters	  
from	   Clan	   Campbell4,	   correspondence	   by	   James	   VI5,	   and	   court-­‐records	   of	   Scottish	   post-­‐
Reformation	  kirk	  sessions6	  and	  criminal	  law	  courts7.	  Perceptions	  of	  im/politeness	  in	  conflicts	  
are	  underpinned	  by	  social	  structures	  and	  values	  which	  vary	  across	  space	  and	  time.	  A	  key	  to	  
learning	  more	  about	  Scottish	  people’s	  understandings	  of	  im/politeness	  –	  and	  how	  these	  no-­‐
tions	  changed	  –	  is	  to	  study	  their	  comments	  on	  social	  conduct.8	  	  
	  
In	  my	  sources,	  Scots	  was	  used	  as	  a	  formal	  written	  language	  to	  express	  concerns	  about	  per-­‐
ceived	  offences.	  It	  was	  the	  period	  of	  Middle	  Scots	  when	  Scots	  became	  a	  fully	  functional	  lan-­‐
guage	  and	  from	  about	  1560	  onwards	  underwent	  a	  radical	  ‘language	  shift	  towards	  English’	  as	  
a	  result	  of	  the	  Anglicisation	  process.9	  Most	  words	  used	  by	  people	  to	  talk	  about	  impoliteness	  
at	   the	   time	  are	  not	   typically	  Scots,	  apart	   from	  characteristic	  Scots	   spellings	  and	  grammar.	  
Instead,	  they	  are	  part	  of	  the	  shared	  vocabulary	  of	  English	  and	  Scots,	  e.g.	  offence,	  slander	  or	  
honour.	  Moreover,	  insults	  often	  heard	  in	  the	  streets	  of	  Scottish	  towns	  were	  whore	  or	  thief,	  a	  
kind	   of	   name-­‐calling	   also	   found	   in	   London	   in	   the	   same	   period.10	  Occasionally,	   however,	   I	  
come	  across	  Scotticisms.	  The	  Dictionary	  of	  the	  Older	  Scottish	  Tongue	  (DOST)	  –	  integrated	  in	  
the	  online	  Dictionary	  of	  the	  Scots	  Language	  –	   is	  very	  useful	  for	   identifying	  their	  meanings.	  
For	  example,	  John	  Campbell	  of	  Skipnish	  used	  crabit	  in	  a	  letter	  to	  his	  clansman,	  Colin	  Camp-­‐
bell,	  the	  6th	  laird	  of	  Glenorchy,	  to	  tell	  him	  how	  their	  chief,	  Archibald	  Campbell,	  the	  5th	  earl	  of	  
Argyll,	  had	  been	  offended	  by	  Colin	  Campbell’s	  previous	   letter.11	  Examples	  of	  other	  Scotti-­‐
cisms	  are	  the	  use	  of	  boast	  in	  the	  sense	  of	  ‘threaten’	  or	  the	  insult	  smaik,	  meaning	  ‘low,	  mean	  
or	  contemptible	  fellow;	  a	  rogue,	  ruffian’.12	  Both	  words	  occur	  in	  a	  case	  of	  the	  St	  Andrews	  kirk	  
sessions	  that	  records	  a	  situation	  of	  intimidation	  against	  the	  minister	  in	  the	  parish	  church	  of	  
Craill.13	  	  
	  
Colin	   Campbell,	   6th	   laird	   of	   Glenorchy,	  
Black	   Book	   of	   Taymouth	   (Edinburgh:	   T.	  
Constable,	  1855).	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The	  vocabulary	  of	  impoliteness	  used	  by	  Scottish	  people	  about	  four	  hundred	  years	  ago	  was	  a	  
rich	  one,	  whether	  we	  look	  at	  expressions	  that	  were	  seen	  as	  impolite	  or	  comments	  on	  such	  
insults.	  Words	  used	  in	  conflicts	  reveal	  a	  concept	  of	  deference	  which	  reflects	  a	  society	  strati-­‐
fied	  by	  a	  more	  rigid	  hierarchy	  of	  social	   ranks.	  Many	  words,	  such	  as	  honour,	  have	  survived	  
until	   today.	   However,	   the	   specific	   meanings	   which	   these	   words	   had	   to	   people	   born	   into	  
those	  social	  structures	  have	  ceased	  to	  exist.	  Studying	  the	  language	  of	  conflicts	  in	  historical	  
texts	  is	  thus	  part	  of	  rediscovering	  treasures	  of	  Scottish	  heritage.	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